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This article deals with curse tablets against thieves, also known as
‘prayers for justice’. In the first part, I offer a short introduction to the
topic and the scholarly debate surrounding the definition of this type
of inscription, concluding that a more emic approach can help us
understand the complex nature of a technology that, far from being
monolithic, evolved over time and space. In the second part, I compare
the literary and epigraphic evidence (in Greek and Latin), pointing
out the similarities and differences between our different sources of
information. Finally, I turn to the handful of Latin curse tablets from
Roman Britain in which the stolen object’s value is divided between
the principal and the invoked gods. In my view, this type of transaction
should be analysed as a new take on the more traditional votum, in which
legal concepts such as obligatio or ownership also play an important role.
By establishing an almost contractual agreement with a deity,
practitioners obtained not only divine assistance but also tangible
evidence of the god’s participation.
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Introduction

Theft and how to catch a thief were undoubtedly pressing problems in
antiquity, above all when the identity of the guilty party was unknown.
In those cases, people had to resort to other means that would allow
them to identify, catch, and punish wrongdoers.1 In such precarious
situations, which would certainly have given rise to an array of emotions
such as insecurity, anxiety, frustration, anger and desperation, victims
of theft often turned to the divine for assistance.

One way of doing so was by writing a curse tablet. In the provinces of
the Roman West, the use and diffusion of curse tablets have been linked
to the so-called process of Romanization. As magical-religious artefacts
that were in use for over a millennium in a wide range of geographical
contexts, however, curse tablets must also be conceived of as representing
a ‘living’ cultural practice, whose biography deserves our attention. In a
study of domestic magical practices in modernity, Owen Davies correctly
points out that ‘artefacts have life histories that need to be considered and
contextualised in order to better understand their meaning, and the
societies that employed them, at any point in time’.2 And curse tablets
are no exception: in fact, this magical-religious technology was adopted
at different levels of provincial societies and then adapted to become
something new and unique.3

Scholarly debate about curse tablets against thieves can be traced back
to 1904, when Auguste Audollent first proposed his still influential
taxonomy for curses, which organizes them – when possible – by the
nature of their content.4 Among Audollent’s categories, that which
contained curses targeting thieves and slanderers (defixiones in fures,
calumniatores et maledicos conversae) was the smallest, with only twenty
known examples, and of these, only five hailed from the Latin West.
But this picture had drastically changed by the end of the twentieth

1 This was especially the case for those who, because of their social or economic standing
in society, found themselves unable to rely on the assistance of the established legal system
(e.g. women, slaves, or those without citizen rights).

2 O. Davies, ‘The Material Culture of Post-Medieval Domestic Magic in Europe: Evidence,
Comparisons and Interpretations’, in D. Boschung and J. N. Bremmer (eds.), The Materiality of
Magic (Paderborn, 2015), 394.

3 This way of approaching the topic jibes with the theoretical framework of the ‘lived ancient
religion’, which focuses on the processes of individual appropriation of religious practices and
technologies. See J. Albrecht et al., ‘Religion in the Making: The Lived Ancient Religion
Approach’, Religion 48 (2018), 568–93.

4 DT, lxxxviii.
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century in light of a series of very important archaeological discoveries. As
of today, we know of more than a hundred such texts.

As the prominence of these curses has come into view, they have also
come under greater scholarly scrutiny and the very validity of
Audollent’s label defixiones in fures (‘curses against thieves’) has been
questioned. In fact, a good deal of ink has been spilled over whether
or not we should call these inscriptions curses at all. It has been argued
that these texts were displayed publicly and sometimes contained
invocations that recalled the conventions of prayers and vows. Due to
these observations, the execratory nature of these inscriptions has been
seriously called into question. In various studies, Henk Versnel has
proposed a new categorization for these tablets, which he has dubbed
‘prayers for justice’ and which he defines as ‘pleas addressed to a god
or gods to punish a (mostly unknown) person who has wronged the
author (by theft, slander, false accusations or magical action), often
with the additional request to redress the harm suffered by the author’.5

Among the features that distinguish prayers for justice from
‘authentic’ curse tablets, Versnel includes the following:

1. the principal states his or her name; 2. some grounds for the appeal are offered; this
statement may be reduced to a single word, or may be enlarged upon; 3. the principal
requests that the act be excused or that he be spared the possible adverse effects; 4. gods
other that the usual chtonic deities are often invoked; 5. these gods. . .may be awarded a
flattering epithet. . .or a superior title. . .; 6. words expressing supplication. . .are
employed as well as direct, personal invocations of the deity; 7. use of terms and
names referring to (in)justice and punishment.6

But if Versnel identified ‘pure’ curse tablets on the one hand and
prayers for justice on the other, he also acknowledged the existence
of ‘border-area cases’ in which the features of each category are
mixed together.7 The high number of such hybrid cases demonstrates
just how difficult it can be to draw neat lines between the two
categories.

5 H. Versnel, ‘Prayer for Justice East and West: Recent Finds and Publications’, in R. L.
Gordon and F. Marco Simón (eds.), Magical Practice in the Latin West. Papers from the
International Conference held at the University of Zaragoza, 30 Sept.–1 Oct. 2005 (Leiden, 2010),
279. See also H. Versnel, ‘Response to a Critique’, in M. Piranomonte and F. Marco Simón
(eds.), Contesti Magici–Contextos Mágicos (Rome, 2012), 33–45, for previous references and the
history of his theory. For an overview of the issue, see E. Eidinow, ‘Binding Spells on Tablets
and Papyri’, in D. Frankfurter (ed.), Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic (Leiden, 2019), 351–2.

6 Versnel 2012 (n. 5), 34.
7 See, for instance, Versnel 2010 (n. 5), 327–42, with further references.
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Versnel’s proposal has attracted a good deal of attention and several
scholars have pushed back on different aspects of his theory. Among
them, Amina Kropp has taken issue with the argument about ‘humble
sounding language’, which Versnel sees as an important feature of
prayers for justice. In Kropp’s view, the language used by the authors
of these texts should be understood a bit differently, as a ‘protective
strategy’ in the face of a great power.8 Daniel Ogden, for his part, has
taken issue with what Versnel identified as a preference for gods
other than the usual chthonic deities, since in these texts we also find
the invocation of infernal gods, such as Mercury or Demeter.9 But
the most critical and sustained attack on Versnel has come from
Martin Dreher, who has completely rejected the ‘prayers for justice’
theory.10 In brief, he argues that Versnel’s category really just maps
onto Audollent’s defixiones in fures. For Dreher, then, the apparent
differences between curses against thieves and prayers for justice are
non-existent, especially since ‘a large part of the evidence consists of
mixed cases’.11 Interestingly, Dreher concludes by introducing yet
another label into the scholarly discourse, arguing that we should
actually call these texts ‘criminal curses’.12

As a scholar, I readily accept that these taxonomies can be useful
tools for helping us understand and analyse specific phenomenon.
That said, I worry that the issue has been taken too far. Instead, and
in view of how curse tablets functioned as a technology that evolved
over time and space (being adapted by the societies that employed
them), I suggest that we try to understand these inscriptions from a
more emic perspective.13 For that reason, and although Versnel has

8 A. Kropp, ‘How Does Magical Language Work? The Spells and Formulae of the Latin
defixionum tabellae’, in Gordon and Marco Simón (n. 5), 366.

9 D. Ogden, ‘Binding Spells: Curse Tablets and Voodoo Dolls’, in B. Ankarloo and S. Clark,
The Atholone of Witchcraft and Magic in Europe. Vol. 2. Ancient Greece and Rome (London, 1999),
38–9.

10 M. Dreher, ‘“Prayers for Justice” and the Categorization of Curse Tablets’, in Piranomonte
and Marco Simón (n. 5), 29–32.

11 Ibid., 30.
12 On this debate, see S. McKie, ‘Enchained Relationships and Fragmented Victims: Curse

Tablets and Votive Rituals in the Roman North-West’, Religions in the Roman Empire 5 (2019),
440–55, esp. 445 (with further references), who points out the dangers of using essentialist
categories; also C. Faraone, ‘The Typical and the Outlier in Ancient Greek Cursing: Prayers
for Justice, Erotic Curses and Other Important Categories’, in K. Beerden and F. G.
Naerebout (eds.) Coping with Versnel: The Contribution of Henk S. Versnel to the Study of Ancient
Religion (Leiden, forthcoming), who argues that problems arise only when scholars apply
categories too rigidly.

13 Contra Versnel 2010 (n. 5), 326.
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moved the debate forward more than any other scholar, I must admit
that I am not totally convinced. While I am happy to accept the general
definition of ‘prayers for justice’ as curses that seek vengeance and
punishment for a crime, I am uncomfortable with drawing any sort
of rigid line between curse tablets and prayers for justice, as Daniela
Urbanová, for instance, does.14 At least, I feel this way about the
curse tablets from the Roman West, which my research has focused on.

From my point of view, the material characteristics of the so-called
‘prayers for justice’, their archaeological contexts, and the emotions
and feelings reflected within these texts do not justify such a radical
differentiation from the rest of curse tablets.15 At root, they are all a
method for mortals to communicate with the divine in a candid and
unfiltered way. These texts provide evidence for the experimental
ways in which individuals called upon the gods with the hope of
remedying their personal misfortune. To establish a hard border
between curse tablets and prayers for justice harks back to the great
dichotomy between religion and magic that recent scholarship has
done so much to dismantle. As Richard Gordon, in particular, has
argued, ‘magic’ would be more fruitfully understood as a subsystem
of ‘religion’.16 What made magic different from other religious practices
was the fact that it was not institutionalized and hence not sanctioned
by the Roman state. But, as Sarah Veale has shown in an article on
the curse tablets deposited in the sanctuary of Isis and Magna Mater
in Mainz, this does not mean that the practice was not normalized
within certain contexts.17

Catching a thief east and west: an overview at the epigraphic and
literary records

At present, there are fourteen known Greek curses written against
thieves (see Table 1), half of which come from the sanctuary of
Demeter on Cnidus and are dated between the second and first

14 D. Urbanová, Latin Curse Tablets of the Roman Empire (Innsbruck, 2018), 30–3.
15 So also Dreher (n. 10), 30.
16 For this approach, which jibes with the theoretical framework of the ‘Lived Ancient Religion’

project, see Albrecht et al. (n. 3), esp. 570–1; R. Gordon and F. Marco Simón, ‘Introduction’, in
R. Gordon, F. Marco Simón, and M. Piranomonte (eds.), Choosing Magic. Contexts, Objects,
Meanings. The Archaeology of Instrumental Religion in the Latin West (Rome, 2020), 15–22.

17 S. Veale, ‘Defixiones at the Temple Locus: The Power of Place in the Curse Tablets at Mainz’,
Magic, Ritual and Witchcraft 12 (2017), 279–313.
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centuries BCE.18 The majority of these tablets are severely damaged, to
the point that only one of them is fully preserved (DT 1). Nevertheless,
and according to Charles T. Newton, who directed the relevant
excavations, these inscriptions ‘were probably suspended on walls, as
they are pierced with holes at the corners’.19 Despite the fact that in
the published drawings most of the pieces are missing their original
edges, and only one of them (no. 1 in Table 1) has a hole in the centre
of the upper edge (not in the corners), Newton’s observation has led
many scholars to conclude that these tablets were displayed in the
temple. Furthermore, by analogy, they have gone on to suggest that
all curse tablets against thieves were probably displayed in a similar
manner.20 Such an inference, however, is unwarranted since Newton
himself claims that, at the moment of discovery at the sanctuary of
Demeter, he ‘found in several places portions of thin sheets of lead,

Table 1. Greek curse tablets against thieves known to date

No. Provenance Date
Author’s
name

Transference

Stolen
property

Thief

1 Cnidus (DT 2) 2nd–1st c. BCE X X
2 Cnidus (DT 3) 2nd–1st c. BCE X X
3 Cnidus (DT 4) 2nd–1st c. BCE X X X
4 Cnidus (DT 6) 2nd–1st c. BCE X X
5 Cnidus (DT 8) 2nd–1st c. BCE

6 Cnidus (DT 11) 2nd–1st c. BCE

7 Cnidus (DT 12) 2nd–1st c. BCE probably
8 Megara (DT 42) 1st–2nd c. CE probably
9 Athens (SGD 21) 1st c. CE X
10 Delos (SGD 58) 1st c. BCE–1st c. CE X
11 Asia Minor (CT 90) 1st c. BCE–2nd c. CE X
12 Bruttium (DT 212= CT 92) 3rd c. BCE X X
13 Attica (DT 74) 2nd c. CE

14 Corinth (SEG LIII 332) 1st–3rd c. CE

18 On these, see C. Faraone, ‘Artemisia’s Curse at the Memphite Serapeum and the Hellenistic
Curses against Thieves’, in Curses in Context 3. The Greek Curse Tablets of the Classical and Hellenistic
Periods, Papers and Monographs from the Norwegian Institute at Athens 12 (Athens, 2021), 227–
58. In addition to the curses discussed here, Faraone includes a tablet from Amorgos (SGD 60)
against somebody accused of having beguiled the slaves of the author of the text.

19 C. T. Newton, A History of Discoveries at Halicarnassus, Cnidus and Branchidae (London,
1863), 724.

20 Among others, see Versnel 2010 (n. 5) 280–1; Urbanová (n. 14), 25–6; Eidinow (n. 5), 367.
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broken and doubled up. On being unrolled, these sheets proved to be
tablets inscribed with imprecations.’21 This means that, while at least
one tablet could have been displayed for a limited amount of time
(the perforation of tablet number 1 leaves this possibility open), all
Cnidian tablets were eventually rolled up or folded before being
deposited in the sanctuary, as is the case with the vast majority of
known Latin curses against thieves.22

Concerning the rest of the Greek evidence, while two other bronze
curse tablets were pierced for display (nos. 11–12 in Table 1), two
were left ‘open’ (nos. 10 and 14, deposited in a pit of a private house
and a tomb respectively), and another was rolled (no. 9, discovered
at a well in the Athenian Agora), while the rest were too fragmentary
to analyse fully. Accordingly, the supposed exhibition of the Greek
curse tablets against thieves, which is pointed to as a defining aspect
of these pieces, should not be taken for granted.

When it comes to the content, interestingly, most of these texts
contain at least one of the following features: the name of the author,
the transference of the stolen object to the gods, or the transference
of the thief him- or herself. One especially well-preserved tablet from
Cnidus (no. 1) was written by a woman named Artemis, who not
only beseeches Demeter to help return several articles of clothing,
but also asks that the criminal, racked with a fever, publicly declares
himself or herself guilty.23 Versnel has compared this type of public
confession to the so-called ‘confession stelae’ from Lydia and Phrygia,
dated to the second and third centuries CE, in which authors admit
to the crimes that they have committed (theft, impiety, and so forth)
in order to be publicly reconciled with the god.24

21 Newton (n. 19), 382.
22 As is the case in the sanctuary of Sulis-Minerva in Bath: see R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘The Curse

Tablets’, in B. Cunliffe, The Temple of Sulis Minerva at Bath. Volume 2. The Finds from the
Sacred Spring (Oxford, 1988), 84.

23 The text reads: ‘Artemeis is consecrating (ἀνιεροῖ) to Demeter, to Kore, to all the gods with
Demeter, whomever did not return the cloaks, the clothes and the short frock that I left behind,
although I asked for them back. May he personally carry them up to Demeter, and if anyone
[else] has my things, burnt [i.e. with fever] and confessing out loud. But may it be lawful and
free for me to drink and eat with [him] and to come under the same roof [as he]. For I have
been wronged (ἀδίκημαι), Mistress Demeter’; translation by C. A. Faraone, ‘Curses, Crime
Detection and Conflict Resolution at the Festival of Demeter Thesmophoros’, JHS 131 (2011),
29.

24 H. Versnel, ‘Beyond Cursing: The Appeal to Justice in Judicial Prayers’, in C. A. Faraone
and D. Obbink (eds.), Magika Hiera. Ancient Greek Magic and Religion (New York and Oxford,
1991), 72–3, 75–9. On these stelae, see R. Gordon, ‘Negotiating the Temple-Script: Women’s
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In addition to these stelae, there are other telling parallels in the Greek
Magical Papyri. PGM V, which has been dated to the third or fourth
century CE, contains two recipes for catching a thief. The first recipe
tells the reader to paint an eye on a wall and to fashion a hammer
from a piece of gallows’ wood; next, the painted eye is to be struck
with the hammer, while reciting the following formula: ‘Hand over
the thief who stole it. As long as I strike the eye with this hammer,
let the eye of the thief be struck and let it swell up until it betrays
him.’25 The second recipe recommends offering cheese and wheat to
those who are suspected of committing the crime, while saying
‘Master IAO, light-bearer, I hand over the thief whom I see.’ At this
point the papyrus adds: ‘If one of them does not swallow what was
given to him, he is the thief.’26

Both of these recipes provide a means for forcing the guilty party to
publicly reveal his or her identity. As we have just seen, this topos of the
public confession is present in both the PGM and the texts from Asia
Minor. This practice is not found, however, in curse tablets from
North Africa or the other Greek-speaking portions of the Roman
Empire. We are probably confronted here with two parallel but distinct
solutions that arose organically within a local context in an attempt to
solve the same pressing problem: how to catch a thief.

Latin curse tablets addressing a theft form one of the best-attested
genres of curses known from the Roman West. Of the 106 known
examples, it is worth noting the high concentration of such texts in
Britannia, since 86 of the tablets come from this province alone. The
remaining 20 were found in Hispania, Gallia, Pannonia, Raetia, and
Italy. The outsized prominence of British curse tablets against thieves
is largely due to the extraordinary discoveries in the sanctuaries of
Sulis Minerva in Bath and Mercury in Uley.27 An interesting question
is whether this can be thought of correctly as a British phenomenon.
While these two sanctuaries have large numbers of tablets written in

Narratives among the “Confession-Texts” of Western Asia Minor’, Religion in the Roman Empire 2
(2016), 227–55.

25 PGM V 70–95; translated by W. C. Grese, with a slight modification.
26 PGM V 182–212; translated by W. C. Grese.
27 For Bath, see the magisterial edition of Tomlin (n. 22); for Uley, see R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘The

Curse Tablets’, in A. Woodward and P. Leach (eds.), The Uley Shrines. Excavation of a Ritual
Complex on West Hill, Uley (London, 1993), where five texts are presented. The definitive
publication of the whole corpus from Uley is currently being compiled; for the time being, see
the annual additions by Tomlin in the journal Britannia, in the section dedicated to inscriptions.
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response to a theft,28 it is worth noting that curses against thieves are
found more broadly throughout the island, with twenty-four additional
examples: a number that is still higher than that for any other province.

With or without the finds from the sanctuaries at Aquae Sulis and
Uley, the curses against thieves from Britannia become even more
relevant when we remember that we do not know the reason why most
curses from the island were written, since the majority are extremely
fragmentary or simply provide a list of names. At this point, we must
ask whether the practice of writing curse tablets was adopted in this
province as a specific technology that responded to the problem of
theft. The most loquacious evidence would support such a conclusion.

The abundance of similar formulae found in the curses against
thieves from Britannia is so great that we can suppose that there was
shared cultural knowledge about how they worked and what they
could do. This knowledge would have been established and spread
among the local population, members of which, importantly, produced
their own texts. Thus, of the 130 curse tablets from Bath, palaeographic
analysis reveals that only 2 were written by the same hand.29 This fact
strongly suggests that many individuals at least knew the ABCs of
cursing. On this point, a curse from Lidgate that was preserved in
full provides a telling example. It reads: ‘the rings which have been
lost, whether woman or man, whether free or slave. . .’.30 As Roger
Tomlin, editor of the text, has rightly noted, ‘except for [a]nuli, the
text is nothing but formulas, as if stolen property could be recovered
simply by copying out disconnected but familiar phrases like a magic
spell’.31 Despite the striking continuity between these texts, it is easy
to overlook subtle yet important variations within this corpus. As we
will see, evidence suggests that there was common knowledge about
casting such curses but that it was far from routinized. It is to these
subtle differences that I now want to turn.

Like the texts from Cnidus, the Latin curses against thieves often
contain the three features mentioned above: the author’s name, the
handing over of the thief to the god, or the transference of the stolen
item to the god. Here, I will only discuss the last of these, paying special

28 Specifically, we know of (at least) 64 pieces out of a total of 270 (130 from Bath; 140 from
Uley). I say ‘at least’ because, as mentioned in the previous note, the Uley corpus is yet to be
published.

29 See Tomlin (n. 22), Tab. Sulis 95 and 96.
30 R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘Inscriptions’, Britannia 49 (2018), no. 49.
31 Ibid., 450 n. 80.
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attention to those tablets in which the transference involves only a
fraction of the stolen item.

Trading with the gods? Giving what you no longer have

Of the 100 known curses against thieves, 20 (one from Hispania, the
rest from Britain) document the transference of stolen property to the
gods. Most of these inscriptions were placed in sacred spaces, a location
that would have offered the authors of these texts inspiration and
models for how to communicate with the gods, as Roger Tomlin
suggested in his edition of the Bath tablets.32

Just as with votives, which give something to the god in return for
divine favour or assistance, most of these curse tablets explicitly transfer
ownership of the stolen object through the use of the verb ‘to give’ (do
or dono), usually in the present indicative. And while giving away
something that you no longer possess may appear impossible, we
must remember that, according to Roman law, someone who suffered
a theft still remained the rightful owner of the stolen object and hence
retained the right to give it away.

In the past, scholars have been right to point out one result of the
transaction in these texts: by giving away an object to the god, the
author in essence transformed a simple act of petty theft into a
sacrilege.33 Accordingly, a thief would not only be guilty of larceny,
but would also be marked with impiety. And instead of having wronged
another human being, he or she would have offended someone much
more powerful. This type of transfer of property could undoubtedly
have been thought of as a way to further motivate a deity to intervene
and hunt down the wrongdoer. Having entered a sort of reciprocal
relationship with the author of the curse, the deity was now also acting
in his or her own interests.

32 Tomlin (n. 22), 70.
33 See Ogden (n. 9), 39. Soazick Kerneis and Francisco Marco Simón go even further, seeing

this type of transaction as a sacramentum, which was originally a method of giving something to a
deity but later evolved into a means of depositing money with an arbiter before the beginning of a
legal process. On this, see S. Kerneis ‘La question enchantée: les jugements des dieux dans l’île de
Bretagne (IIe–IVe siècle)’, Revue Historique de Droit Français et Étranger 88 (2010), 483–98,
esp. 491; F. Marco Simón ‘Devoti (. . .) sint, qui mi (. . .) in fraude fecerunt: la execración de las
actividades fraudulentas en el Occidente latino’, in F. Marco Simón, F. Pina Polo, and
F. Remesal Rodríguez (eds.), Fraude, mentiras y engaños en el mundo antiguo (Barcelona, 2014),
97–104, esp. 102.
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But, as alluded to above, the author of the curse did not always give
the deity full ownership of the stolen object. In fact, in at least seven
examples (listed in Table 2), the god is only granted a fraction of the
stolen object. All of these texts come from Britannia and can be
dated between the second and fifth centuries CE. Four were discovered
in sanctuaries or sacred spaces, while three were found by
metal-detector users and hence there is no accurate archaeological
data about their findspot.34 A frequent feature of these pieces is the
request that the god punish the thief. The exact punishment desired is
variable, ranging from ‘not to have rest’ (no. 6) or ‘do not allow health’
(no. 2) to impeding his or her basic vitals (no. 3). In all of these cases, the
punishments were to be in effect until the guilty party deposited the
stolen goods in the temple. That said, when the tablet calls for the thief’s
life (no. 1) or the thief him- or herself is offered to the god (nos. 4 and 7),
the author of the curse does not establish a timeframe for the
punishment, since it is absolute and definitive.35

As mentioned before, a common feature of these texts is that the
gods are granted only a fraction of the stolen object. But how could
the author of the text give the deity half of a ring, as Silvianus does
with the god Nodens (no. 2)? Leaving aside the complications involved
in splitting up such an object, I want to stress that in such instances the
author conceives of him- or herself as a sort of equal, or better, partner
of the god. If the stolen property is recovered, the victim of the theft and
the deity share its value. In the simplest of scenarios, an object would be
split equally. Thus, in a fourth-century curse from Uley (no. 6),
Saturnina ‘a woman’ gives a third of her stolen cloth to Mercury and
another third to Silvanus, keeping for herself the last third.
Something similar happens in a third-century curse tablet from
Pagans Hill (no. 3), where the practitioner offers half of the stolen
money to the deity, presumably keeping the rest for him- or herself.
But splitting the value of the stolen object 50–50 was not always the
case. In a second- or third-century curse from London (no. 1),
the practitioner generously gives two-thirds of the stolen items to the

34 On the amphitheatre and its character as a religious site that could be used for depositing
curse tablets, see C. Sánchez Natalías, ‘Other Public Spaces as Magical Contexts’ in Gordon,
Marco Simón, and Piranomonte (n. 16), 73–4.

35 On the consecration of the thief (attested in fifteen curses against thieves), see F. Marco
Simón ‘Domino Neptuno corulo pare(n)tatur: Magic and Law in the Romano-Celtic World’, in
A. Mastrocinque, J. Sanzo, and M. Scappini (eds.), Ancient Magic. Then and Now (Stuttgart,
2020), 123–38.
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Table 2. Curse tablets against thieves in which the god is only granted a fraction of the stolen object

No. Provenance Date Text

1 London(amphitheatre) 2nd–3rd c. CE I give to the goddess Deana [my] headgear and band less
one-third. If anyone has done this, whether boy or girl,
whether slave or free, I give him, and through me let him be
unable to live.a

2 Lydney Park(sanctuary of Nodens) 4th–5th c. CE To the god Nodens: Silvianus has lost his ring and given half [its
value] to Nodens. Among those who are called Senicianus,
do not allow health until he brings it to the temple of
Nodens. [This curse] comes into force again.b

3 Pagans Hill(unknown provenance) 3rd c. CE . . .in three thousand denarii, of which [I give] you half part on
condition that you exact it from Vassicillus the son of [. . .]
comius and from his wife, since the coin [?] which they have
stolen from the house of Lon[. . .] and you are not to permit
them health nor to drink nor to eat nor to sleep [nor] to have
healthy [children] unless they bring this [my] property to
your temple. With repeated [prayers] I ask you that this
[coin?] may come to be recovered [from the very] names of
my [enemies].c

4 Ratcliffe-on-Soar(unknown provenance) 2nd–3rd c. CE To the god Jupiter best and greatest there is given that he may
exact. . .through his [i.e. the victim’s] mind, through his
memory, his inner parts [?], his intestines, his heart, his
marrow, his veins,. . .whoever it was, whether man or woman
who stole away the denarii of Canius Dignus that in his own
person in a short time he may balance the account. There is
given to the god above named a tenth part of the money when
he has [repaid it?].d

Continued
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Table 2. Continued

No. Provenance Date Text

5 Ratcliffe-on-Soar(unknown provenance) 4th c. CE I make a note of two gaiters, an axe, a knife, a pair of gloves,
whether woman or man. . .two parts to the god. . .e

6 Uley(sanctuary of Mercury) 4th c. CE A memorandum to the god Mercury from Saturnina a woman,
concerning the linen cloth which she has lost. [She asks] that
he who has stolen it should not have rest before/unless/until
he brings the aforesaid property to the aforesaid temple,
whether man or woman, whether slave or free. She gives a
third part to the aforesaid god on condition that he exacts this
property which has been written above. A third part what she
has lost is given to the god Silvanus on condition that he
exact it, whether man or woman, whether slave or free. . .f

7 Uley(sanctuary of Mercury) 2nd–3rd c. CE The name of the thief who has stolen [my] bridle, whether free
or slave, whether man or woman, is given to the god[. . .] two
parts from his wife [?], a third to [his] health.g

aEdited and translated by R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘Inscriptions’, Britannia 34 (2003), 362. See also AE 2003, 1021 = SD 343.
bTranslation extracted from RIB I 306. See also DT 106 = SD 205.
cEdited and translated by R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘Inscriptions’, Britannia 15 (1984), 336. See also AE 1984, 623 = SD 443.
dTranslated by E. G. Turner, ‘A Curse Tablet from Nottinghamshire’, JRS 53 (1963), 123, with a slight modification. See also AE

1964, 168 = SD 349.
eEdited and translated by R. S. O. Tomlin., ‘A Roman Inscribed Tablet from Red Hill, Ratcliffe on Soar (Nottinghamshire)’,

Antiquaries Journal 84 (2004), 364–52; see also AE 2004, 856 = SD 351.
fTranslated by R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘The Inscribed Tablets: An Interim Report’, in Woodward and Leach (n. 27), 121. Note that the

theonym Mercury was written over Mars Silvanus. On this curse tablet, see also AE 1979, 384 = SD 356.
gEdited and translated by R. S. O. Tomlin, ‘Inscriptions’, Britannia 15 (1984), 126. See also AE 1989, 486 = SD 359.

C
E
L
IA

S
Á
N
C
H
E
Z
N
A
T
A
L
ÍA

S
100

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383521000243 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0017383521000243


goddess Diana (keeping the rest for him- or herself), while there is a
fourth-century curse from Ratcliffe-on-Soar (no. 4) in which the author
only gives the god one-tenth of the stolen denarii, keeping the lion’s
share for himself.

This type of text, which almost appears to be contractual, requires us
to question the type of relationship established between humans and
gods, which is laid out in terms that establish a relationship between
equal parties; furthermore, we must examine more generally the
complex nature of this subgroup of curses against thieves.36 These
texts contain not only the standard features of a curse (whose objective
is the discovery and punishment of the victim) but also elements of a
contractual nature, which are used in an attempt to establish a sort of
agreement with the gods.

At this point we must consider how we should understand and what
we should call these types of agreements. Despite the temptation, we
should not call them contracts plain and simple, since obviously the
gods do not consent to the agreement (in actual contracts both parties
must give their consent). Several scholars have compared these tablets
to a vow (votum), which is an attractive suggestion, though not a perfect
match, since, as Versnel notes, the stolen object ‘is ceded, not vowed’
to the deity.37 So while we cannot speak of a votum exactly, it is possible,
as Tomlin has suggested for the tablets from Bath, that the votum
served as a model for the practitioners who wrote these curses. Given
that the curse tablets were deposited in sacred spaces that were filled
with votive offerings, is it possible that these texts constitute a new
take on the more traditional vow?

As is well known, the vow is made of two parts: a public pronouncing
of vows (the nuncupatio, in which the practitioner spells out with
precision his or her request and promise) and the fulfilment of the
vow (the solutio, in which the practitioner carries out his or her promise
and often documents this epigraphically). A fundamental aspect of the
vow is the notion of obligatio, a link of a legal character as strong in this

36 Versnel 2010 (n. 5), 327–42 (with further references), defines these ‘border area’ cases, as
does Eidinow (n. 5), 373.

37 P. Y. Lambert, ‘Defining Magical Spells and Particularly Defixiones of Roman Antiquity: A
Personal Opinion’, and P. Kiernan, ‘Britische Fluchtafeln und “Gebete um Gerechtigkeit” als
öffentliche Magie und Votivrituale’, in K. Brodersen and A. Kropp Fluchtafeln. Neue Funde und
neue Deutungen zum antiken Schadenzauber (Frankfurt, 2004), 71–80 and 99–114 respectively.
Versnel 2010 (n. 5), 342–3.
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realm as it was in the civic world, which, we must remember, pertains
to the practitioner and not the promised object. In this scenario, it is
only if the gods bring to fruition the request that the practitioner will
be obliged to deliver on the promise formulated in the nuncupatio. As
John Scheid explains in his fascinating article about the fratres arvales,
the vow is based on the logic of reciprocity (commonly referred to as
da ut dem), which means that divine intervention is the indispensable
prerequisite for the fulfilment of the vow.38

If we return to the curse tablets under discussion, we can see that
they reflect a somewhat twisted version of the logic of the vow. As
noted above, in these texts the practitioners voice a unilateral
agreement with the deity, handing over to him or her a fraction of
the stolen object that, although they do not have it in their physical
possession, nevertheless still belongs to them. While the deity is
recognized as a superior being (hence the humble language used),
the whole deal is predicated on a civic relationship of a contractual
nature; in this respect, it is as if there is an agreement between two
equal parties.39 Unlike the vow, in this instance the practitioners are
no longer subject to the tie of law (obligatio) inherent in this type of
relationship. They have already handed over the stolen object to the
gods, though it is not physically present. For this reason, it is actually
the gods who need to locate the object, if they so wish – or, to put it
differently, to feel the sense of obligation. Obviously, in this situation
the matter can only be resolved if both parties receive their due
share, according to what the practitioner explains in the text.

In this manner and unlike the tablets in which the gods are figured as
the new and sole proprietors of the stolen object (and hence they alone
would know whether or not the object had been recovered), the texts
that we have examined here are different. In this case, handing over
only a portion of the stolen object both serves as a mechanism to
motivate divine intervention and also demonstrates the practitioner’s
desire to know whether or not the god has held up his or her end of
the bargain.

38 J. Scheid, ‘“Hoc anno immolatum non est”: les aléas de la voti sponsio’, Scienze
dell’Antichità. Storia, Archeologia, Antropologia 3–4 (1989–90), 773–84.

39 In terms of the equality between humans and gods, this type of relationship has also been
noted in the Minutes of the Arval Brethren for the years 81, 89, and 105 in ibid., 782.
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Conclusions

The writing of curse tablets, which took place over a wide geographic
and temporal span, should not be understood as an unchanging static
cultural practice. On the contrary, these texts need to be seen in a more
organic light and analysed within particular social, historical, and
cultural contexts. The sacred context in which most of the curses
against thieves were found can help explain some of their most
noteworthy features, since the various rituals carried out in these spaces
must have exerted influence over practitioners’ thinking, irrespective of
whether they were conscious of this influence or not. However, we
would be going too far to claim that this influence simply converts
them into prayers or votives.

The curses against thieves in which only a fraction of the stolen
property is given to the god provide a good example of how these
texts synthesize elements from different spheres of life and various
discourses (vows, Roman law, defixiones), and constitute, in fact, a
new version of an already existing technology; in other words, these
curses should not be thought of as something completely new. In
these texts, practitioners approach the gods employing some of the
conventions of the vow (votum); the rules of this vow, however, are
then twisted and paired with legal concepts (such as obligation or
ownership) in order to gain divine assistance and also to obtain tangible
evidence of the god’s help. All of this is at play in these curses, without
leaving aside the fundamental purpose of these texts: to curse the thief.
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